of a state to liquidate an entire people. By extension, genocide has come to include lethal assaults by one people upon another, with an intention of their physical elimination. Emblematic of the political force of ethnicity is the frequency of genocidal events and allegations in the 1990s: Bosnia, Rwanda, Burundi and Kosovo.
Once given lexical recognition, ethnicity has been defined in diverse ways, usually in terms of some of its attributes: mythical kinship, ancestry, language, shared values, common culture, and the like. I prefer conceptualizing ethnicity in terms of three prime components. First, ethnos is rooted in a variable array of shared properties. Language is often a core element, but not always (Hutu and Tutsi in Rwanda and Burundi share the same language; Serbian and Croatian are mainly distinguished by the script). The metaphor of fictive kinship is usually present, joined to a mythology of shared ancestry. Common cultural practices and symbols help define group identity. Sometimes the group is defined by a particular economic or social niche.
Equally important are the other two attributes. The shared culture becomes a visible ingredient in identity when it is joined to active collective consciousness. This in turn is contingent upon 'the other'. A group achieves consciousness not only in terms of the culture they share but also whom they do not. The boundary which demarcates 'we' and 'they' is critical in giving social meaning to the collective self. 
Ethnicity and nationalism
Grasping the conflict potential of ethnicity requires exploring its relationship to nationalism. Whether one traces its origin to sixteenth-century England (e.g., Greenfeld) or the French Revolution (e.g., Hobsbawm), nationalism is a distinctly modern ideology which links an assertion of collective identity, initially ethnic, to a particular set of political claims. 5 The nation achieves fulfilment through possession of its own state. This vocation rests upon two master precepts: popular sovereignty, and the doctrine of self-determination. The former locates the ultimate source of legitimation not in the institutions of rule, much less in a monarch, but in the citizenry collectivized as a 'people'. The latter asserts a right of a 'people', originally understood as an ethnic collectivity, to have their own state, or at least autonomous self-rule.
Nationalism as an ideology also elevates the mythologies associated with ethnicity to new levels of intensity. By joining the intrinsic solidarities of ethnicity to the institutional resources of a state, nationalism ratchets up the stakes of potential conflict any number of notches. Nationalism, runs the epigram, is ethnicity with an army and a navy. The most aggressive forms of nationalism, in the contemporary world, are those with an explicit ethnic content: ethnonationalism, a term given currency by Walker Connor.
